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CRITICAL OUTCOMES IN VIRGINIA EDUCATION 

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

One of the Council’s important roles is to maintain a focus on long‐term 
issues vital to Virginia’s future, including the four foundations of 
Virginia’s prosperity and quality of life:  a vibrant economy, a well‐
educated citizenry, being the best‐managed state, and maintaining an 
informed and engaged citizenry. 

This summary complements information presented in Virginia Performs 
and presents a high‐level assessment of progress on key measures of 
educational quality and attainment in Virginia.  The Virginia Performs 
website (vaperforms.virginia.gov) provides a window into the 
Commonwealth’s performance leadership and accountability system and 
seeks to answer three questions key to Virginia’s future: 
• How is Virginia doing?
• Are we getting results on our highest priorities?
• Are we improving government operations and services? 

Summary

Education, perhaps more than any other single factor, is a direct 
determinant of the well‐being, prosperity, and quality of life for 
individuals and families, communities, and the state as a whole.  In many 
respects, Virginia’s workforce and education systems are considered to 
be among the best in the country.  The challenge for Virginia, as it is for 
all states, is that too many students are not achieving their full potential 
and that international competitors are working hard ‐‐ and successfully ‐‐ 
to overtake us.  Many analysts and industry leaders believe that the 
United States is losing the skills race, the key to long‐term growth and 
prosperity.

(continued on the next page)
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CRITICAL OUTCOMES IN VIRGINIA EDUCATION 

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

• Virginia continues to make progress on many education and workforce training indicators, including school readiness, high school 
graduation rates, the number of students passing occupational competency assessments and industry certifications, student achievement 
on Advanced Placement exams, and college degrees awarded. However, challenges remain:

‣ Average math and reading scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) for Virginia’s students in both the 
fourth and eighth grades declined slightly in 2009, the last year for which test results are available.  The NAEP is often called the 
“nation’s report card.”   

‣ Recent research conducted under the auspices of Harvard’s Program on Education Policy and Governance indicates that while 
Virginia’s 15‐year olds perform better than the nation as a whole on reading and math, they lag the achievement of 10 other states 
and 17 foreign jurisdictions in math.  In reading, Virginia’s 15‐year old students who took the NAEP test lagged nine foreign 
jurisdictions and 16 other states.

‣ Overall, progress on college and workforce readiness indicators is somewhat mixed: the number of students taking Advanced 
Placement and occupational competency tests and dual enrollment courses improved, while indicators on the number of freshmen in 
remedial courses, the percentage of high school students graduating with an Advanced Studies Diploma, and the number of students 
in registered apprenticeship programs showed little or no progress.

• According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2009 American Community Survey, the percentage of 25‐to‐34‐year‐olds in Virginia with at least an 
associate degree remains below that of the 35‐to‐44‐year‐old age cohort.  The 2009 attainment rate of 44.0 percent of the 25 to 34‐year old 
cohort in Virginia ranks behind 12 other states and increasingly lags improving countries such as South Korea, Canada, and Japan.

• Virginia’s workforce boasts an impressive concentration of workers with advanced degrees.  However, these jobs are concentrated in 
Northern Virginia, and regional disparities in educational attainment levels pose a challenge for some of Virginia’s regional economies.

• Growth in degree production in Virginia will need to accelerate in order to meet attainment levels of rapidly improving national 
competitors.  The 9,408 science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) degrees produced in 2010‐11 account for 19.2 percent of all 
associate and bachelor’s degrees from Virginia’s public institutions of higher education, up from a low of 18.1 percent in 2007‐08 ‐‐ but the 
same percentage as in 2003‐04.

Note on the Data

Unless otherwise specified, the information presented here is from the Virginia Performs website.  State and national data are developed by our 
partners at the Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service at the University of Virginia from national sources such as the U.S. Census Bureau.  
Information on selected agency key measure examples is from the referenced agency.

INTRODUCTION (CONTINUED)
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CRITICAL OUTCOMES IN VIRGINIA EDUCATION 

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

How Is Virginia Doing?
School readiness, which Virginia assesses through the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening for Kindergarten (PALS‐K),  has steadily 
improved since 2004.  In Fall 2010, 13.3 percent of Virginia kindergartners were identified as needing additional instruction, while 86.7 percent met 
or exceeded the benchmark. The Hampton Roads region again led the state with 90.5 percent at or above the benchmark.  The Valley region's 
rate of 82.5 percent was the lowest.  There is no comparable test conducted nationally; comparison with other states is therefore unavailable.

A child's school readiness involves all aspects of development, including the ability to follow directions; speak understandably; identify shapes, 
letters, and numbers; work cooperatively with others and other social skills.  Children must come to kindergarten and first grade with many 
fundamental skills already established in order to fully benefit from the instruction provided.

  SCHOOL READINESS
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EXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURESEXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURES TARGET LAST REPORTED TREND

Department of 
Education Number of at-risk 4-year-olds served by the Virginia Preschool Initiative 15,000 15,881 [
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CRITICAL OUTCOMES IN VIRGINIA EDUCATION 

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

How Is Virginia Doing?

The overall pass rate for the 2010‐11 school year was 83.7 percent ‐‐ a drop from 2008‐09 and 2009‐10 pass rates.  In 2010‐11, the Southside 
region had the lowest pass rate at 79.3 percent, while the West Central and Southwest regions experienced the highest pass rates, at 85.3 and 
85.2 percent, respectively.  The statewide average SOL Advanced Pass Rate increased slightly to 41.5 percent.

All students take the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) assessments for the first time in third grade; by this point they are expected to have 
learned the core skills that will allow them to reach higher levels of learning as they continue in school.  

 STANDARDS OF LEARNING:  3RD GRADE READING (REGULAR AND ADVANCED)
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EXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURESEXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURES TARGET LAST REPORTED TREND

Department of Education Percentage of third graders passing the Reading Standards of Learning test 95% 83.7% [

Department of Education Number of at-risk 4-year-olds served by the Virginia Preschool Initiative 15,000 15,881 [
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CRITICAL OUTCOMES IN VIRGINIA EDUCATION 

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), often called “the nation’s report card,” is the first consistent national assessment of 
educational progress in reading and math.  Since the assessments are administered uniformly across the country and remain essentially unchanged 
from year to year, the tests provide a uniform metric to track achievement over time and against other states.

  4TH GRADE READING AND MATH (NATIONAL ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS)
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How Is Virginia Doing?

Virginia students generally compare favorably with their peers on these standardized tests.  However, performance declined slightly in both 
reading and math in 2009 (the latest results available from this biennial assessment).  Virginia ranked sixth in reading with a statewide score of 
227 out of 500 in 2009 ‐‐ essentially unchanged from 2005.  The Virginia math score, essentially unchanged at 243 out of 500, ranked 17th.

EXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURESEXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURES TARGET LAST REPORTED TREND

Department of Education Percentage of third graders passing the Reading Standards of Learning test 95% 83.7% [

Department of Education Percentage of schools rated as fully accredited 100% 98% [
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CRITICAL OUTCOMES IN VIRGINIA EDUCATION 

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

Virginia’s students also take the the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests in the eighth grade. 

  8TH GRADE READING AND MATH (NATIONAL ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS)

How Is Virginia Doing?

Performance declined in both reading and math in 2009 (the latest results available from this biennial assessment).  Virginia ranked 16th in 
reading with a statewide score of 266 in 2009, down slightly from the 2003 average score of 268, but above the national average of 262.  
The Virginia math score, at 286 out of 500, ranked 21st among the states and was slightly lower than the 2007 score.  

Virginia students also took a science exam in 8th grade, achieving a statewide average of 156 out of 300, which was above the national 
average of 149 but lower than 14 other states.

EXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURESEXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURES TARGET LAST REPORTED TREND

Department of Education Percentage of students completing Algebra I by the eighth grade 45% 45% ]

Department of Education Percentage of schools rated as fully accredited 100% 98% [
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CRITICAL 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VIRGINIA 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The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) sponsors the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) to gauge 
how well 15‐year old students in industrialized countries are prepared for future challenges.  While state‐by‐state results are not reported for PISA or 
other international assessments, researchers* recently developed a “crosswalk” to compare US student achievement ‐‐ as measured by NAEP 
scores ‐‐ with PISA scores. 

VIRGINIA COMPARED TO OTHER STATES AND NATIONS -- MATH

How Is Virginia Doing?
The percentage of Virginia students rated as proficient in math was 37.5 percent, above the national average of 32.2 percent, but lower than 
Massachusetts (50.7%), Minnesota (43.1%), New Jersey (40.4%), Kansas (40.2%), Pennsylvania (38.3%), and five smaller states.  Specific scores were 
not provided for foreign jurisdictions, but researchers indicated that Virginia’s percent proficient was significantly (in a statistical sense) lower 
than 17 foreign jurisdictions, including the countries of South Korea, Finland, Taiwan, Japan, Canada, New Zealand, and Germany. 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U.S. Percent 
Proficient: 32.2%

VA Percent 
Proficient: 37.5%

* Source:  Globally Challenged: Are U.S. Students Ready to Compete? The latest on each state’s international standing in math and reading; Paul E. Peterson, Ludger Woessmann, Eric A. 
Hanushek, and Carlos X. Lastra‐Anadon; prepared under the auspices of Harvard’s Program on Education Policy and Governance and Education Next; (khs.harvard.edu/pepg or 
educationnext.org).
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The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) sponsors the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) to assess 
how well 15‐year old students in industrialized countries are prepared for future challenges.  While state‐by‐state results are not reported for PISA or 
other international assessments, researchers* recently developed a “crosswalk” to compare US student achievement ‐‐ as measured by NAEP 
scores ‐‐ with PISA scores. 

VIRGINIA COMPARED TO OTHER STATES AND NATIONS -- READING

How Is Virginia Doing?

The percentage of Virginia students rated as proficient in reading was 33.7 percent, above the national average of 31.2 percent, but lower than 
Massachusetts (43.0%), Vermont (42.1%), New Jersey (39.0%), New Hampshire (37.2%), Connecticut (37.1%), and 11 other states.  Specific scores 
were not provided for foreign jurisdictions, but researchers indicated that Virginia’s percent proficient was significantly (in a statistical sense) 
lower than nine foreign jurisdictions, including the countries of South Korea, Finland, Japan, Canada, and Australia. 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VA Percent 
Proficient: 33.7%

* Source:  Globally Challenged: Are U.S. Students Ready to Compete? The latest on each state’s international standing in math and reading; Paul E. Peterson, Ludger Woessmann, Eric A. 
Hanushek, and Carlos X. Lastra‐Anadon; prepared under the auspices of Harvard’s Program on Education Policy and Governance and Education Next; (khs.harvard.edu/pepg or 
educationnext.org).
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HIGH SCHOOL PERFORMANCE

How Is Virginia Doing?
Every region in the state improved its high school graduation rate in 2009‐10 over the previous school year; the statewide average increased 
from 82.1 percent in 2008 to 85.5 percent in 2010.  But the Southwest and West Central (84.1%), Southside (82.4%), Hampton Roads (82.0%), 
and Eastern (80.1%) regions have graduation rates that are below this average. 
In addition, dropout rates for 2009‐2010 were lower than in 2007‐2008 for five of Virginia’s eight regions, and the statewide dropout rate 
decreased from 8.7 percent to 8.2 percent over this same period.  
According to the NCES, Virginia had the 20th highest high school graduation rate and the 11th lowest dropout rate in the nation.

EXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURESEXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURES TARGET LAST REPORTED TREND

Department of Education High school students exiting with a diploma 80% 85.5% ]

Department of Education Percentage of students earning an Advanced Studies Diploma 57% 52% [

Student performance in high school is a powerful indicator of the health of Virginia's school system and of the future success of its young citizens.  
Regional graduation data is based on Virginia's new on‐time graduation rates.  Not all states use this approach and national comparisons are not yet 
possible.  The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) uses a different formula for calculating graduation and dropout rates. 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COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA S FUTURE’

There is no one widely accepted measure of the college and workforce readiness of Virginia’s high school students.  The selection of indicators 
below present a somewhat mixed picture of progress in Virginia. 

COLLEGE AND WORKFORCE READINESS
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VIRGINIA 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COLLEGE GRADUATION

How Is Virginia Doing?
Virginia's rate of graduation for bachelor's degrees within six years is ninth highest in the nation.  This graduation rate has generally been 
increasing since 2000 and was 63.2 percent in 2009.  Virginia's graduation rate for students seeking an associate degree has generally been 
trending upwards as well.  In 2000, the graduation rate was for associate degrees was 21.9 percent.  In 2009, the rate stood at 29.6 percent, 
ranking Virginia 18th nationally ‐‐ and just above the national average of 29.2 percent.  

EXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURESEXAMPLE AGENCY KEY MEASURES TARGET LAST REPORTED TREND

Department of Education Percentage of students earning an Advanced Studies Diploma 57% 52% [

Department of Education Students enrolled in one or more Advanced Placement or dual enrollment courses 25% 22% ]

Department of Education Students passing industry competency assessments or industry certifications 15,000 29,057 ]

High college enrollment and degree numbers benefit Virginia by contributing to the quality of the workforce.  In addition, college graduation is an 
indicator of the quality of the state's K‐12 and higher education resources. 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DEGREE PRODUCTION IN PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

How Is Virginia Doing?
The rate of growth in degrees produced in Virginia increased from 2007 to 2011, with 3,000 more associate and bachelor’s degrees being 
produced by Virginia’s public institutions of higher education in 2010‐11 than in 2009‐10.  Science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 
degrees ‐‐ considered particularly important for Virginia’s economic competitiveness and workforce quality ‐‐ now account for 19.2 percent of all 
associate and bachelor’s degrees from Virginia’s public institutions of higher education, up from a low of 18.1 percent in 2007‐08 but the same 
percentage as in 2003‐04.

Virginia has set an ambitious goal of producing a cumulative additional 100,000 college degrees by 2025.  Virginia will need these additional degrees 
to reach the rapidly improving attainment levels of core working age cohorts (age 25 to 44) in key competitor nations.
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Source:  State Council for 
Higher Education in Virginia 
(http://research.schev.edu/
completions/stem_trends.asp)
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VIRGINIA’S DEGREE GAP

How Is Virginia Doing?
The percentage of Virginia adults age 25 to 34 with at least an associate degree was 42.4 percent in 2009, compared to the 45.1 percent 
attainment rate of the 35‐to‐44‐year‐old age group.  The 25‐to‐34‐year‐old attainment rate in Virginia was also significantly below that of 
Korea (63.1%), Canada (56.1%), and Japan (55.7%).  

The educational attainment level of Virginia’s 25 to 34‐year olds, like the nation’s, was lower than the 35‐to‐44‐year‐old age group in 2009, the latest 
year for which attainment rates were reported for OECD countries. 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Source:  Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and 
Development, Education at a 
Glance 2011 (oecd.org/edu/
eag2011).  Virginia data is from 
the 2009 American Community 
Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

How Is Virginia Doing?
Every region in Virginia continues to improve overall educational attainment rates.  However, significant variations among the regions 
remain and, while Virginia ranked 6th in the nation for the percentage of its population with a bachelor’s degree or better, the 
Commonwealth ranked only 30th in terms of the percentage of its population with a high school diploma.  In addition, the percentage of 
adults age 25 to 34 with at least an associate degree, continued to lag that of the 35 to 44‐year old age group.

An educated population is one of the most critical components of a vital, healthy economy and quality of life.  Progress beyond secondary 
education is increasingly seen as a minimum requirement for a higher quality job.
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in Post-secondary Education
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82

58
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Source: Council analysis based on data from the Virginia Department of Education, the NCHEMS Information Center for Higher Eduction Policymaking and Analysis, 
and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).

EDUCATIONAL ATTRITION RATES IN VIRGINIA, 2008
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STUDENT ATTRITION

How Is Virginia Doing?
Virginia continues to improve high school graduation and higher education enrollment rates, and it is likely that this attrition rate will decline 
over the next several years.

Virginia, like most other states, loses many of its children in the education “pipeline” before they get a degree in college.
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SITES OF INTEREST / CONTACT INFORMATION
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JANE N. KUSIAK
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

COUNCIL ON VIRGINIA’S FUTURE

1001 E. BROAD ST., SUITE 430
RICHMOND, VA  23219

804.371.2346

JANEKUSIAK@VIRGINIA.EDU

Virginia Performs:
VaPerforms.virginia.gov

Council on Virginia’s Future:
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mailto:covf@virginia.edu
mailto:covf@virginia.edu
http://www.VaPerforms.virginia.gov
http://www.VaPerforms.virginia.gov
http://www.future.virginia.gov
http://www.future.virginia.gov

